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The Contribution of Networking to Small
FirmMarketing
by Aodheen O’Donnell
It is generally accepted that networking is one means through which owner–managers of small
firms market their goods and services. However, though there has been considerable attention
directed toward the concept of small business networking, previous studies have failed to present
a comprehensive investigation of the contents of network links, an analysis of the benefits
contained within these links, and an expatiation of how these benefits contribute to the small firm,
specifically its marketing activities. To that end, this paper reports on an in-depth qualitative study
to present an analysis of the contribution that networking makes to small firm marketing.
Introduction
It is increasingly accepted that the process of
networking undertaken by owner–managers of
small firms is integral to the natural way that
small businesses are managed (Aldrich and
Zimmer 1986; Aldrich, Reese, and Dubini 1989;
Birley 1985; Birley, Cromie, and Myers 1991;
Carson et al. 1995; Chell and Baines 2000;
Cromie 1994; Gilmore and Carson 1999; Hill
and Wright 2001; Hoang and Antoncic 2003;
Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd, and Anderson 2004;
Johannisson 1986, 1990; Lechner and Dowling
2003; O’Donnell and Cummins 1999; Pages and
Garmise 2003; Shaw 2000, 2006; Szarka 1990).
Moreover, networking is viewed as one means
through which owner–managers of small firms
market their goods and services (Carson et al.
1995; Gilmore and Carson 1999; Hill 2001;
O’Donnell 2004; Shaw 2000). However, though
there has been much attention directed toward
the concept of small business networking,
much less investigation has been applied to the
contents of the network links, how these con-
tents are realized through the process of net-
working, and how the resultant benefits can
contribute to the small firm, specifically its mar-
keting activities. To that end, this paper reports
on an in-depth, qualitative study to present an
analysis of the contribution that networking
makes to small firm marketing.
The paper opens by providing an overview of
research exploring the concept of small firm
networking. It then discusses small firm market-
ing and the composition of the small firm mar-
keting network. The concept of network
contents is presented next, with a review of past
research that has highlighted the type of benefits
that can be enjoyed by a small firm through the
process of networking. Having outlined the
methodology pursued, the findings of the study
are presented, and it is shown how the links
between the small firm owner–manager and his
marketing network contain contents that are
transformed into benefits that the small firm can
utilize to market its goods and services.
Exploring the Concept
of Networking
It has been accepted for some time that the
mere presence of a network does not create
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value for the small firm and rather the value
of a network is only realized through the
owner–manager’s positive use of the resources
contained within the network (Ostgaard
and Birley 1994). This implies an interchange
with members of the network, through some
form of networking activity (O’Donnell
2004).
Related to this is the resource-based view of
the firm that takes an “inside-out” or firm-
specific perspective on organizational success
and failure (Dicksen 1996). A resource is
regarded as anything that may be thought of as
a strength or weakness of the particular firm
(Wernerfelt 1984). According to resource-based
theory, long-term competitiveness depends
upon possession of resources that differentiate
the firm from its competitors, and these
resources should be durable and difficult to
imitate and substitute (Rangone 1999). Penrose
(1959, cited in Fahy and Smithee 1999),
however, distinguished between resources and
services, pointing out that resources are not
what provide inputs into the production
process but rather the services that these
resources can render. Hence, in these terms, it
could be argued that a network is a resource
and that networking is the process that trans-
forms this resource into, what Penrose (1959)
refers to as, a service.
In a business context, networking incorpo-
rates social processes that go beyond the
normal economic trading relationship (Chell
and Baines 2002). Researchers agree that any
interaction, such as networking, between two
or more parties consists of two components:
the content of the interaction and the interac-
tion process (Beckett, Hewer, and Howcroft
1998). An appreciation of the contribution of
the interaction requires an understanding of
the contents of the interaction (Olkkonen,
Tikkanen, and Alajoutsijarvi 2000). Accord-
ingly, many researchers have appealed for
more investigation of the contents of small
firm networks, as a means of understand-
ing what benefits accrue from networking
(Alajoutsijarvi, Eriksson, and Tikkanen 2001;
Aldrich and Zimmer 1986; Birley, Cromie, and
Myers 1991; Blackburn, Curran, and Jarvis
1990; Curran and Blackburn 1994; Curran
et al. 1991, 1993; Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd,
and Anderson 2004; Joyce, Woods, and Black
1995; Lechner and Dowling 2003; O’Donnell
and Cummins 1999; Powell and Brantley
1992).
Mitchell (1973) has stated that there are
three different types of content links within
social networks: communication, exchange,
and normative. The communication content
refers to the passing of information from one
person to another. The exchange content rep-
resents the goods and services that two persons
can exchange. The normative content (or social
content [Czepiel 1990; Johanson and Mattson
1987]) can be described as the meanings
people attach to relationships and the expecta-
tions and implications of the relationships. The
normative content is thought to incorporate the
individual’s motivations, expectations, and out-
comes of network participation (Curran et al.
1993). Mitchell (1973) explains that these con-
tents of network linkages are all “intermingled”
and whichever aspect is emphasized will
depend upon the problem being examined. As
this research seeks to understand the contribu-
tion of networking to small firm marketing, the
contents of the network that will be empha-
sized are those that “enlighten” (Ostgaard and
Birley 1994) the researcher as to how network-
ing with that network actor contributes to small
firm marketing.
Small Firm Marketing
That small firm marketing is different to
large firm marketing is a point that is continu-
ally reemphasized in the small firm literature,
and it is contended that the small firm sector
merits its own marketing theories (Carson
1985; 1990; Carson and Cromie 1989; Hill and
Wright 2001; Hogarth-Scott, Watson, and
Wilson 1996). However, though the applica-
tion of large firm models to a small firm
context is generally criticized, it is accepted
that the basic principles of marketing are
broadly applicable to both large and small
businesses (Dragnic 2009; Reynolds 2002;
Simpson et al. 2006).
O’Donnell (2011) presents an empirically
derived model that captures the key activities in
which small firms engage, which were found to
be: marketing planning, managing limited
resources, keeping existing customers, acquir-
ing new customers, gathering information
about customers, gathering information about
competitors, managing the product offering,
managing pricing, managing delivery; her study
also highlighted and confirmed the importance
of two overriding, contextual factors: industry
norms and the organization’s life cycle stage
(O’Donnell 2011).
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Exploring the Concept of the Small Firm
Marketing Network
A network consists of a series of direct and
indirect ties from one actor to a collection of
others (O’Donnell et al. 2001). Accordingly, a
network comprises those persons with whom
the central actor has a direct link and those
actors with whom he or she has an indirect
link, by courtesy of that direct contact. The
term “broker” describes an actor within a
network that links together actors, who do not
share a direct link (Tichy, Tushmann, and
Forbrun 1979). Of interest here are the benefits
of networking that contribute to marketing,
those activities described previously. So, it is
implied that the actors of note are those who
comprise the small firm marketing network.
O’Donnell (2004) presents the members of a
small firm marketing network as: potential cus-
tomers and existing customers; potential sup-
pliers and existing suppliers; competitors in the
firm’s home market and competitors outside
the home market; business friends and col-
leagues (the informal network); the small busi-
ness agency (SBA) and other government
agencies (the formal network); and employees
of the firm (the internal network). From this,
it is proposed that networking with these
actors contributes to the marketing activities
described previously.
Exploring the Concept of
Network Contents
There has been substantial research that has
uncovered the outcomes and contributions of
small firm networking in a general sense, and a
review of this research provides a basis from
which to investigate the contribution of net-
working to small firm marketing specifically.
Research into small firm networking com-
monly reports that the key outcome or benefit
lies in gathering information, particularly envi-
ronmental information (Birley 1985; Carson
et al. 1995; Hoang and Antoncic 2003; Jack,
Drakopoulou Dodd, and Anderson 2004;
Johannisson 1986; Kingsley and Malecki 2004;
McGowan and Rocks 1995; Shaw 2006; Weick
1969, 1991). Networks can also help the central
actor manage the information he receives, by
acting as a screening device (Burt 1992). In this
way, the owner–manager receives information
via his network that has been screened or fil-
tered by virtue of the route through which it has
taken to reach the owner–manager. It is noted
that this information may be “fuzzy or inaccu-
rate” (Burt 1992, p. 62). However, information
that is exchanged within a network of embed-
ded ties may be more valuable to the firm than
information received from “arm’s length” ties,
having being imbued with credibility and inter-
pretability (Uzzi 1996). Aligned to this, it has
been suggested that networks can save the small
business owner time and money in accessing
information (Aldrich and Zimmer 1986).
Related to the benefit of information
exchange, networks provide an opportunity for
peer learning (Pages and Garmise 2003), and
small business owners can turn to other
network members for support and encourage-
ment (Bruderl and Preisendorfer 1998; Tjosvold
and Weicker 1993) thus helping to overcome
obstacles while maintaining long-term motiva-
tion. Allied to this are the assertions that small
firm owner–managers use their networks for
validation of decisions (Carson et al. 1995),
validation of ideas (Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd,
and Anderson 2004), and to build and maintain
self-confidence (Johannisson et al. 1994). Net-
working can also facilitate joint decision-
making (Uzzi 1996), joint problem solving
(Uzzi 1997), and can allow problems to be
solved more speedily (Lechner and Dowling
2003; Uzzi 1996, 1997).
Previous research highlights that networking
is used as a means of obtaining introductions to
new customers (Birley 1985; Kingsley and
Malecki 2004) and generating sales (Brown
et al. 1990). With particular respect to new
firms, the acquisition of a reputation is one
potential benefit of networking with visible and
specially selected partners (Hoang and
Antoncic 2003; Lechner and Dowling 2003;
Witt 2004). Networking, through the generation
of “social trust” (Uzzi 1999), can lead to gover-
nance benefits (Barnir and Smith 2002;
Uzzi 1999) that then lead to lower costs of
and access to capital (Uzzi 1999). Aligned to
this, a firm’s existing network is thought to
act as an important screening device with
respect to building ties with new actors (Jack,
Drakopoulou Dodd, and Anderson 2004).
Related to the point made earlier, that networks
imbue the information exchanged with credibil-
ity and interpretability, the network potentially
screens out inappropriate new contacts or
actors; a new person (or organization) who is
introduced to the small firm by someone
already linked to the firm will be viewed in a
different way to someone who becomes known
to the firm via a different route.
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It is believed that through network partici-
pation, small business owners can identify
product or service ideas (Carson et al. 1995;
Hansen 1995; Lechner and Dowling 2003). Fur-
thermore, networks encourage the pooling of
resources among smaller sized firms that
enables them to develop new products and
compete with their larger counterparts
(Lechner and Dowling 2003; Shaw 2000).
Attendance at trade shows, a form of competi-
tor networking, can allow small firms to obtain
information about their competitors and
acquire new product information (Kingsley and
Malecki 2004).
These various benefits or resources that can
accrue from networking provide a suitable plat-
form for this study. For this research, it is a
focus on marketing contributions that “defines
the base of the network relations to be inves-
tigated” (Blackburn, Curran, and Jarvis 1990).
The purpose of the primary study is encapsu-
lated in Figure 1 and shows how previous
research informs this study and its overall aim.
The methodology employed to investigate
these links is discussed next.
Methodology
The literature review highlights that while
some exploration of networking contributions
has been achieved in a small firm context, a full
distillation of networking contributions within
a small firm marketing context has not been
realized. This paper is based upon a study of
small firm marketing within a qualitative meth-
odology, in which the data were collected
longitudinally.
A qualitative approach is regarded as being
appropriate as a means of investigating the
contents of network links (Jack, Drakopoulou
Dodd, and Anderson 2004; Lechner and
Dowling 2003). Similarly Srivastava, Fahey, and
Christensen (2001) note a lack of application of
a resource-based view to advance marketing
theory. They recommend process-driven and
case-rich methodologies and, moreover,
encourage investigation into how tactic knowl-
edge content in the context of network rela-
tionships influences marketing decisions.
Initially, 30 in-depth interviews were
carried out with small firm owner–managers
in Northern Ireland, and two criteria were
used to select the firms from a database held
by the local SBA: the number of employees
should lie between 10 and 200 and firm must
be at least 5 years old. This first stage of the
study was to gain an understanding of how
each firm “did business,” moving to an initial
exploration of the actors with whom they
interacted in the course of doing business.
The research design was such that a smaller
number of “case firms” was selected for more
focused, in-depth follow-up study. Different
writers advocate different criteria for deciding
how many cases to include in research of
this type. An open-ended approach, where
cases continue to be added until theoretical
saturation is reached or no further insights
are afforded, is recommended by many
(Eisenhardt 1989; Lincoln and Guba 1985;
Merriam 1988; Pettigrew 1988; Robson 1993;
Romano 1989; Yin 1994). However, the diffi-
culty in adopting an open-ended approach is
Figure 1
A Conceptualization of the Contribution of Networking to Small
Firm Marketing
Network Contents
Communication 
Content
Exchange 
Content
Normative Content
The Small Firm Marketing 
Network
Potential customers and existing 
customers;
Potential suppliers and existing 
suppliers;
Competitors in the firm’s home 
market and competitors outside the 
home market;
Business friends and colleagues;
The small business agency and other
government agencies;
Employees of the firm (the internal 
network).
Small Firm Marketing
Marketing planning;
Managing limited resources;
Keeping existing customers;
Acquiring new customers;
Gathering information about 
customers;
Gathering information about 
competitors;
Managing the product offering;
Managing pricing;
Managing delivery.
The Small 
Firm 
Owner-
Manager
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widely recognized, and researchers provide
guidelines as to what would be considered a
“reasonable” number of cases to achieve theo-
retical saturation (Eisenhardt 1989). Reviewing
such suggestions, Carson et al. (2001) con-
clude that the widest accepted range falls
between two and four as a minimum and 10,
12, or 15 as the maximum. As such, using
purposive sampling, the researcher endeav-
oured to identify between four and 10 firms
for more in-depth investigation. When using
purposive sampling, the composition of the
sample is determined only after the research-
er’s entry into the field (Hill and Wright
2001), and based upon the experience of the
first stage of the research, case firms were
chosen on a number of bases. First, firms
were chosen in which the owner–managers
acted as the chief decision-maker and whose
firms effectively act as an “extension” of them-
selves (Ang 1992; Johannisson, Alexanderson,
Mowicki, and Senneseth 1994). Although it
has been found that networking is an activity
that owners are particularly loath to delegate
to other members of staff (Birley, Cromie, and
Myers 1991), it was imperative that in the case
firms, the contribution of networking to small
firm marketing could be assessed through
contact with the owner–manager. So firms
were chosen where the owner–manager was
judged to be absolutely central to the net-
working activities that affected the small firm.
Second, firms were selected that were judged
to potentially offer rich information and
whose owner–managers had shown promise
for a trusting and open relationship with the
researcher (Marshall and Rossman 1989).
Third, it was considered preferable that the
case firms operated in different industries.
Having completed a preliminary study of 30
small firms, seven firms were chosen that met
these criteria. The owner–managers were
interviewed (again) twice, and in the two
follow-up interviews, the researcher explored
the nature of the owner–managers’ network-
ing in a more focused way. Table 1 provides
summary details of the participating firms.
Hoang and Antoncic (2003) have called for
more longitudinal and qualitative work in this
field and a time period of at least 9 months
elapsed between the interviews with each of
the owner–managers to ensure a longitudinal
dimension. Despite qualitative research being
deemed appropriate, studies involving a small
number of case firms are limited in terms of
generalizability. Typically, qualitative research
trades external validity (representativeness) for
internal validity (credibility). In this study,
external validity of the findings was somewhat
enhanced by virtue of the case firms coming
from different industrial sectors. It is acknowl-
edged that there is sectoral diversity in small
Table 1
Summary Details of Participating Firms
FIRM Number of Years
Established
Number
Employees
Industry B2B/B2C
1 24 42 Precision engineering B2B
2 16 46 Plumbing and heating merchants/
Fireplace distribution/
Electrical goods distribution/
Bathroom & cooker showroom
B2B
3 21 80 PVC window and conservatory
Manufacture and installation/
Timber frame house manufacturer/
Private housing development
B2B & B2C
4 7 58 Kitchen and bedroom door design B2B
5 16 78 Civil and structural engineering B2B
6 25 12 Screen printing B2B
7 14 10 Lighting design B2B
B2B, Business-to-business. B2C, Business-to-consumer.
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firms (Curran and Blackburn 1994), and
indeed other research has deliberately focused
on as few as two different industries in an
effort to reduce overgeneralization to the small
firm population (Rutherfoord, Blackburn, and
Spence 2000). That said, there are factors
other than industrial sector that set firms apart,
and in the context of this research, it is impor-
tant to note that the owner–manager’s network
and his networking activities have found to be
affected by, among other things, the firm
culture, its external environment, and the indi-
vidual himself (Carson et al. 1995; Hill and
McGowan 1996). So, generalizing—if that is
the aim—is not limited to the issue of industry
sector. However, that all said, the study was
not aiming for generalization in the statistical
sense. Though small firms, even within the
same industrial sector, can be different from
each other, there are characteristics that are
common to firms by virtue of them being
small (Carson et al. 1995). So while, as recom-
mended by Beaver and Prince (2004), caution
should be exercised to avoid overgeneraliza-
tion, there exists a distinct managerial style
associated with small firms (Beaver and Prince
2004). Watson (1994) argues that “getting very
close” to managers in one organization allows
for generalizations about the processes that
managers get involved in and about organiza-
tional activities as opposed to realizing gener-
alizations about all managers in all
organizations. In a similar vein, Eisner (1985)
has argued that generalization in such contexts
is possible due to the fairly wide-held belief
that what one learns from a particular situa-
tion applies to other situations: the general
resides in the particular. Studies involving a
small number of firms cannot claim to offer
findings that are entirely general to every
small firm within the “population,” but
through the extensive data collection and
analysis involved in the initial and follow-up
study, an understanding about small firms has
been gained that is predicated on the “cogency
of theoretical reasoning” (Mitchell 1983,
p. 207).
The researcher engaged in a process of
analysis at the end of the first set of follow-up
interviews before returning to the firm for a
second follow-up interview. In this part of the
process, it emerged that issues were raised by
some of the owner–managers that were not
raised by others, and these particular insights
were, where appropriate, incorporated into
the interviews of the owner–managers who
had not raised them. This allowed for a more
comprehensive investigation of the phenom-
enon across the firms and allowed for a more
robust method of comparison between the
firms. The third interview also allowed the
owner–managers to elaborate on issues raised
previously and allowed the researcher to
make explicit enquiry into the effect that net-
working had between the two interviews.
The interviews were transcribed verbatim
and subject to within case and cross-case analy-
sis. Specifically, the interview transcripts were
analyzed to distill all the contributions to mar-
keting that the owner–managers obtained
through networking, where a contribution to
small firm marketing is defined as: a commu-
nication content and/or exchange content
and/or normative/social content contained in
the link between the owner–manager and a
member of his marketing network that contrib-
utes to one or more of the following: marketing
planning, managing limited resources, keeping
existing customers, acquiring new customers,
gathering information about customers, gather-
ing information about competitors, managing
the product offering, managing pricing, and
managing delivery.
Findings
Presented in this section are the contribu-
tions of networking to marketing according to
the network actor from whom the contribution
arises. It was decided that any benefit realized
by only one firm would not be included and
hence, the benefits of networking discussed
presently are those enjoyed by at least two
firms. A threshold point or “cut-off value” (Berg
and Holtbrügge 2010, p. 202) of two cases has
been imposed by other business case study
researchers (e.g., Berg and Holtbrügge 2010;
Sum et al. 2002; Ogden and Carter 2008). In
this way, it is thought that the insights afforded
by the study would not be distorted by “excep-
tional” cases.
All the benefits have been labeled, and
Table 2 provides an overview of the contribu-
tions and the owner–managers who enjoyed
these benefits. From the table, it can be seen
how widespread (beyond two firms) these ben-
efits are. Highlighted later (in Table 3) are the
marketing activities to which each networking
outcome contributes.
Quotes from the actual interview transcripts
are included, where appropriate, and the
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Table 3
The Contribution of Networking to Small Firm Marketing
Marketing Activity Networking Outcome Network Actor Involved
Marketing planning Ideas for changes to the company’s offering and new
product ideas
Existing customers
Knowledge of how well their business is doing
(business-to-business markets)
Existing customers
Experimentation Existing customers
Ideas for new products and processes In-market competitors
Ideas for new products and processes Outside-market competitors
Information about general industry trends Outside-market competitors
Financial and personnel assistance Formal business network
Participation in marketing courses Formal business network
Information, advice and reassurance Formal business network
Meeting personnel from other small businesses Formal business network
(as network broker)
Contact names Formal business network
(as network broker)
Information, advice, and reassurance Informal network
Contact names and recommendations Informal network
Information, advice, and reassurance Internal network
New product offering ideas Internal network
Managing limited resources Establish if customer is “suitable” Potential customers
Acquisition of customers Potential customers
Expectation of continued sales Existing customers
Knowledge of what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Word-of-mouth recommendations to customers Existing customers
(acting as network brokers)
Acquisition of new suppliers Potential suppliers
Maintenance of good relations with suppliers Existing suppliers
Option for price negotiation Existing suppliers
Bearing exhibition costs Existing suppliers
Word-of-mouth recommendations to customers In-market competitors
Avoidance of aggressive competition In-market competitors
Information about new suppliers Outside-market competitors
Financial and personnel assistance Formal business network
Contact names Formal business network
(acting as network brokers)
Information, advice, and reassurance Informal network:
Contact names and recommendations Informal network
(acting as network brokers)
Keeping existing customers Expectation of continued sales Existing customers
Knowing what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Customers’ perceptions of competitive offerings Existing customers
Ideas for changes to company’s offering and new product
ideas
Existing customers
Experimentation Existing customers
Awareness of staff movement into, within, and out of
customer firm
Existing customers
Avoidance of aggressive competition In-market competitors
Prevention of “badmouthing” In-market competitors
Exchange of raw materials In-market competitors
Acquiring new customers Establish if customer is “suitable” Potential customers
Acquisition of customers Potential customers
Awareness of staff movement into, within, and out of
customer firm
Existing customers:
Word-of-mouth recommendations to customers Existing customers
(acting as network brokers)
Acquisition of saleable products Potential suppliers
Supplier’s brand name and reputation Existing suppliers
Bearing exhibition costs Existing suppliers
Prevention of “badmouthing” In-market competitors
Word-of-mouth recommendations to customers In-market competitors
(acting as network brokers)
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owner–manager who provided the quote is
indicated, where OM1 denotes the owner–
manager of firm 1 and so on. Where the small
firm is referred to, SF1 is taken to denote small
firm 1 and so on.
Potential Customers and
Existing Customers
As highlighted in Table 2, there are three
key benefits that can accrue from networking
with potential customers. First, this activity
allows the owner–managers to establish if the
customer is “suitable” for the small firm. The
study revealed that there is variation in how
important it is for the owner–managers to
establish if a customer is suitable for the
company before striving to acquire the cus-
tomer. However, even the least selective of the
firms were found to not accept just any busi-
ness that came its way. The second and greatest
contribution of networking with potential new
Table 3
Continued
Marketing Activity Networking Outcome Network Actor Involved
Gathering information about
customers
Establish if customer is “suitable” Potential customers
Knowledge of what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Knowledge of how well customers’ own businesses are
doing
Existing customers
Ideas for changes to company’s offering and new product
ideas
Existing customers
Experimentation Existing customers
Awareness of staff movement into, within, and out of
customer firm
Existing customers
Information about potential customers Inside-market competitors
Information about general industry trends Outside-market competitors
Gathering information about
competitors
Knowledge of competing firms Potential customers
Customers’ perceptions of competitive offerings Existing customers
Information about competitors Potential suppliers
Information about themselves In-market competitors
Information about other competitors In-market competitors
Ideas for new products and processes In-market competitors
Information about general industry trends Outside-market competitors
Managing the product
offering
Knowledge of what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Customers’ perceptions of competitive offerings Existing customers
Ideas for changes to company’s offering and new product
ideas
Existing customers
Experimentation Existing customers
Acquisition of new suppliers Potential suppliers
Acquisition of saleable products Potential suppliers
Sole dealership of product Potential suppliers
Supplier’s expertise Existing suppliers
Supplier’s brand name and reputation Existing suppliers
Ideas for new products and processes In-market competitors
Exchange of raw materials In-market competitors
Ideas for new products and processes Outside-market competitors
New product offering ideas Internal network
Managing pricing Knowledge of competing firms Potential customers
Expectation of continued sales Existing customers
Knowledge of what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Customers’ perceptions of competitive offerings Existing customers
Sole dealership of product Potential suppliers
Option for price negotiation Existing suppliers
Avoidance of aggressive competition In-market competitors
Managing delivery Knowledge of what customers value and do not value Existing customers
Customers’ perceptions of competitive offerings Existing customers
Acquisition of new suppliers Potential suppliers
Maintenance of good relations Existing suppliers
Exchange of raw materials In-market competitors
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customers is winning the customers’ business
and preferably, where possible, this leads to a
source of continual repeat business. An addi-
tional third benefit for some of the owner–
managers arose through the acquisition of
valuable information about their competitors
through the small firm approaching a potential
new customer with a view to persuading them
to buy from them. As one of the owner–
managers explains
If we go to somebody and we try to sell
a cast iron inset, if our price isn’t right,
they’ll tell us whose price is right and
what the quality is like and what our
quality is like. This information floods
into you all the time. It’s not a problem
getting that type of information.
(OM2)
The analysis reveals that four of the owner–
managers acquired competitive information
this way and that this information specifically
helped in their pricing management. Previous
research highlights that competitor pricing
was a potential information benefit accruing
from customer networking (Jack, Drakopoulou
Dodd, and Anderson 2004), although this was
apportioned to existing customers as opposed
to potential customers, as highlighted here.
Networking with existing customers is
closely aligned to the phenomenon of relation-
ship marketing. Within a resource-based view
context, relationships are considered to repre-
sent relational market-based assets and relation-
ships with customers have the potential to be
difficult for rivals to replicate (Srivastava, Fahey,
and Christensen 2001). It is outside the scope of
this paper, which aims to investigate the con-
tents of network relations with a variety of
network actors, to explore in detail, the relation-
ship that the firms shared with their existing
customers. That said, clearly, the key reason for
networking with existing customers is to
increase, as far as possible, the likelihood of
continued sales. In keeping with previous
research, the nature and extent of the network-
ing with existing customers is proportionate to
the likelihood and extent of continued business
(Shaw 2006). The biggest threat to their custom-
ers’ continued loyalty is a competitor approach-
ing the customer with a more keenly priced
offering. However, there was a shared confi-
dence that key customers will remain with the
firm, even when encouraged by competitors’
lower prices, adding to the argument that price
does not automatically direct market exchanges
(Uzzi 1997).
Previous research has underlined that cus-
tomers are a “leading information source”
(Kingsley and Malecki 2004), but prior research
has not clearly articulated how that information
is manifest and how it is used. From the study,
a secondary benefit of networking with existing
customers emerged that can be referred to as
learning what customers value and do not
value. As frequently documented in the small
firm literature, none of the case firms engage in
formal marketing research. Cost was not
regarded as the main preclusion to formal
research. Instead, the owners felt that through
personal interaction with the customer over
time, they had become familiar with their cus-
tomers’ requirements to the point that they
could claim that they know what they value
and do not value. Hence, the owner–managers
may learn that, although certain aspects of the
offering could be improved, such improve-
ments may not be appreciated enough by cus-
tomers to merit increased costs, as illustrated
next:
I’d say that we could improve our deliv-
ery but we’d need to pay that little bit
more money. Our customers are happy
with the way things are. (OM6)
Whether accurate or not, all the owner–
managers claim that they are satisfied that they
know what their customers value, would value,
and would not value, through a combination of
experience and networking. This knowledge
serves to support the small firm in its manage-
ment of its product offering, its pricing, and its
delivery. It aids the firm in its attempts to keep
existing customers, and furthermore, it contrib-
utes to the all pervasive activity of managing
limited resources.
A further secondary benefit of this network-
ing is learning how well customers’ own busi-
nesses are performing. For those companies
operating in business markets (all firms except
one division of SF3), repeat sales are affected by
their customers’ businesses. All the owner–
managers show a keen awareness of the buoy-
ancy of their customers’ businesses through
observing trends in the amounts their customers
are purchasing. In the second follow-up inter-
view with OM1, the researcher had established
that OM1 only strives to acquire one or two new
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customers per year. In the subsequent inter-
view, OM1 was asked if that still represented his
position:
That hasn’t changed a lot. We would still
have two years ago just 8 key customers
and today it is probably still exactly the
same. I would probably like to bring it
down to four. That’s the theory but in
practice I might never get away with it
because we mightn’t get enough busi-
ness from those four customers . . . It is
them losing the business. Their business
might be tailing down. So you can’t grow
if they are going down. (OM1)
Though all owner–managers indicated great
awareness of their customers’ well-being, in
only three cases does the owner–manager (or a
member of staff) directly discuss the longer
term well-being of their businesses with their
customers.
As well as valuable information regarding
customers’ needs and wants, small firms can
also gain valuable information regarding cus-
tomers’ perceptions of competitive offerings,
directly from their customers. Within the
resource-based view, such perceptions are
regarded as a resource that can be leveraged
for customer value creation (Srivastava, Fahey,
and Christensen 2001). The findings indicated
that it was quite common for customers who
had been approached by competing firms, or
had bought from them in the past, to openly
exchange their views about their products, ser-
vices, prices, and delivery. All the owner–
managers indicated that at least some of their
customers conveyed to them their impressions
of previous suppliers.
Generation of ideas for changes to compa-
ny’s offering and new product ideas represents
another networking outcome enjoyed by all the
owner–managers from networking with exist-
ing customers. There is variation in the level of
individual input from customers into the small
firm’s product offering. That is to say that in
some cases, such as SF1, a precision engineer-
ing firm, each customer dictates exactly what
the firm produces, whereas in others, the firm
offers a more standardized offering. The most
common way that the small firm gathers ideas
from customers is through the customer asking
the small firm if it can provide an adapted or
new product or service. Related to this, the
owner–managers may use existing customers
as a sounding board for new ideas and to this
end, the opinions of a few key customers may
be sought before the owner–manager launches
new products. In this study, two owner–
managers proactively elicited customer opin-
ions in this way.
A further networking benefit is gaining
awareness of staff movement into, within, and
out of the customer firm. In keeping with pre-
vious research, the owner–managers in this
study all strove to personalize relationships
with a customer firm (Shaw 2006). The linkage
between the small firm and its customers was
found to be essentially interpersonal and
hence, it was the individual in the customer
business, and not the business per se, to whom
the small firm is linked. Consequently, it was
noted that the small firm may lose the customer
if the person with whom the manager or other
member of staff has contact, leaves the
company. This is in keeping with Srivastava,
Fahey, and Christensen’s (2001) assertion that
relational resources are external to the firm and
are available rather than owned. As one of the
owner–managers explained
We would lose a client for a while
because the personality left. A new one
comes in and he of course goes to the
people he’s used to dealing with, then he
moves on. (OM6)
One way in which networking with existing
customers is manifest is the active monitoring
of staff movement within and out of the cus-
tomer company, and furthermore, actively
identifying and networking with several
members of the client company believed to be
key decision makers in the future. As another
owner stated
You have to be very careful how you
position yourself because you never
know . . . not just within the company
but they might even move from that
company to another company . . . I don’t
believe in creating enemies. We might
personally but in business we don’t!
(OM1)
As well as the direct benefits of networking with
existing customers, existing customers were
found to assume a broker role for the owner–
managers; the existing customers connected the
owners to new customers. The study shows that
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customers who approach the small firms are
most likely to do so on the basis of a word-of-
mouth recommendation, and furthermore, a rec-
ommendation from an existing customer. All
firms in the study enjoyed the benefit of word-
of-mouth recommendations from satisfied,
existing customers. This finding reaffirms much
previous research that has found that word-of-
mouth recommendations from customers is a
small firm’s most potent promotional tool
(Carson, Gilmore, Cummins, and O’Donnell
1998; Curran and Blackburn 1994; Fitchew,
Stokes, and Blackburn 1997; Frantz 1978;
Hogarth-Scott, Watson, and Wilson 1996; Stokes
1998, 2000; Watkins and Blackburn 1986).
Potential Suppliers and
Existing Suppliers
Owner–managers who networked exten-
sively with potential new suppliers generally
did so with a view to purchasing from that
supplier. This may have been to find a replace-
ment for their current supplier, to obtain sup-
plies that their current supplier cannot provide,
or to build up a pool of suppliers for the same
product. In all cases, this networking was
found to bring with it tangible marketing
benefits.
For two of the firms who act as distributors,
networking with potential suppliers allows
them to strive for the outcome of sole dealer-
ship of a product that would eliminate direct
competition and allow them to charge premium
prices.
It has been noted in the general marketing
literature that the relationship a firm has with
its current supplier will in some way determine
what it receives in terms of product quality,
service quality, and costs (Sharma and Sheth
1997). In relation to this, a feeling shared by
most of the owner–managers was that, should
they wish to continue to obtain the best value
and service from their suppliers, the owners
should endeavour to maintain good relations
with their suppliers; any action that might
upset the supplier could result in a reduced
level of service or quality. For example, OM6
spoke of his recognition of the value of
someone in his company monitoring other sup-
pliers for better value, with a view to maintain-
ing a selection of suppliers for different
products. However, he added that it would be
important to “not upset the main supplier.” This
networking benefit has been labeled “mainte-
nance of good relations.”
Networking with existing suppliers can
involve the small firm negotiating better terms
for itself, usually in terms of lower prices.
Indeed, in the general marketing literature, it
has been observed that customers in business
markets will often place pressure on their
suppliers to reduce prices (Anderson and
Narus 1998). OM7, who acts as a distributor,
commented
If you are selling a lot for these compa-
nies, then it is useful as it means that
sometimes they might let you have other
products a bit cheaper than they would
for someone else. Sometimes you have
to do a bit of persuading. (OM7)
The acquisition of the supplier’s brand name
and reputation is another networking benefit
enjoyed by those firms whose final offering
features the supplier’s brand; acquisition of
reputation being a benefit highlighted by pre-
vious research (Hoang and Antoncic 2003;
Lechner and Dowling 2003). Very closely
aligned to this is a fourth benefit that is the
acquisition of the supplier’s expertise and
knowledge. This is enjoyed to some degree by
all the firms who have relations with suppliers
but is of most importance to companies for
whom the supplier’s product is highly visible in
the finished offering.
As suggested by previous research, existing
suppliers can also provide information about
competitors (Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd, and
Anderson 2004). Companies who supply the
small firm and the small firm’s competitors can
provide the small firm with information, usually
in an ad hoc fashion, about those competitors.
This information is usually communicated in
the course of general conversation, with the
supplier volunteering information pertaining to
other companies. There was no evidence of the
small firm owner–managers proactively solicit-
ing information from suppliers about their com-
petitors. Rather, as one owner explains further,
this information is usually reactively obtained
We have got sales people who call with
us in common. The guy who sells the
ink, the paper or the plastic or whatever,
he calls in his [competitor’s] place and he
calls in my place. And they gossip. Word
gets round the industry . . . If he buys a
new machine, I hear. If I buy a new
machine, he hears. (OM6)
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In the case of small firms who act as
distributors/agents, the owner–managers may
invite customers to exhibitions to view new
products, and because the supplier stands to
gain from any business the small firm gener-
ates, the supplier will bear most of the cost.
This allows the small firm to engage in promo-
tional and networking activities that would oth-
erwise be prohibitively expensive.
Competitors in the Home
Market (In-Market
Competitors) and Competitors
Outside the Home Market
(Outside-Market Competitors)
One of the key benefits of networking with
competitors in the home market (referred to as
in-market competitors) is obtaining information
about these competitors. It has previously been
shown that owner–managers who belong to a
trade or professional association network more
extensively and have stronger links with their
competitors than those who do not (O’Donnell
2004). Two of the owners did not belong to a
trade or professional association. In the other
cases, when questioned about the benefits of
membership of trade associations, the most
typical response was that the tangible benefits
were questionable. However, on further reflec-
tion, the owner–managers admitted that the
association was a valuable way to meet people
within the industry and to keep up to date
with developments. This owner–manager is
typical in his assessment of trade association
membership:
Sometime you think, or can be inclined
to think, that all these sort of trade
organisations and the membership and
the cost of them and the time even of
going to meetings and that, are luxuries
that you can’t afford. However, you do
have the benefit that you get talking to
other people in the trade and you get to
hear what is going on and you get to
hear what other people are doing and so
on. And that is useful. (OM3)
Though there was some skepticism among the
other owner–managers about the reliability and
validity of the information their competitors
relay about themselves, the information is
regarded as immensely beneficial. A related
benefit of this category of networking is the
acquisition of information about other competi-
tors. All the owner–managers, even those who
do not network extensively, indicated that com-
petitors appear willing to share information
about other competitors and not surprisingly
more was shared about other competitors than
about themselves.
Information about potential customers rep-
resented a benefit for three of the owner–
managers. The key piece of customer infor-
mation that is imparted between in-market
competitors is information regarding customers
who have incurred “bad debt.” Other research
has highlighted customer creditworthiness as
an information benefit obtained from competi-
tor networking (Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd, and
Anderson 2004).
Previous research highlights the “avoidance
of mutually destructive, aggressive competition”
(Jack, Drakopoulou Dodd, and Anderson 2004,
p. 115) as a benefit of competitor networking.
This study revealed considerable variation in the
extent to which the small firms actively avoided
poaching a competitor’s customers. Added to
that was the difference in how new business was
won. Some of the firms, operated in industries
where business was won by competitive tender
(SF5 and SF7) and so, the notion of poaching
competitors’ customers was not seen as relevant;
it was acceptable for anyone to tender for any-
thing. For the other firms, at the very least, much
consideration was given to which competitors’
customers would be targeted, when that would
happen and how. That said, only three of the
firms could be regarded as actually benefiting
from the outcome of avoidance of aggressive
competition. Further exploration of this benefit
showed that this impacts on pricing manage-
ment and contributes to the activity of managing
limited resources.
Related to this and peculiar to only two of
the owner–managers is a benefit that can be
referred to as the prevention of “badmouthing.”
One owner–manager, OM3, who has recently
entered the Republic of Ireland market with
one of the divisions of his company, believes
that competitors in this new market have been
intimating to government bodies that SF3’s
products did not meet approved quality stan-
dards, and accordingly, SF3 has been encoun-
tering difficulties in selling the product in the
market. Drawing from his experience in other
business divisions, OM3 decided that joining
the trade association in that market and taking
an active role might help address this problem.
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Another owner–manager also indicated that he
had suffered from competitors bad-mouthing
his company to customers. SF4’s customers are
companies that sell kitchen and bedroom fur-
niture to the public, but OM4 had learned that
competitors had been conveying to OM4’s cus-
tomers that he sells directly to the public,
thereby stealing into his customers’ own
market. However, unlike OM3, he has taken a
more direct networking approach to address
the problem, as described next:
So I got on to the phone to them . . .
because there is no love in the industry
anyway . . . and I said “look the bottom
line is, there is selling fair and selling
dirty” and I said “you are selling dirty at
the moment. And I am telling you that I
am going to have you for slander if you
keep that up. I am telling you to button
it.” (OM4)
In-market competitors can also provide ideas
for new products and processes. For example,
because of the nature and the size of the
projects that he would like to win, OM1 feels
that when buying capital equipment, he should
buy equipment that complements his competi-
tors’, rather than buying the same machinery.
In this way, they avoid competing for the same
business and may in fact be able to pool
resources and work together. He explained
If he goes out and buys something now
at about a quarter of a million pounds
and I go out and buy the same thing and
we’re fighting for the same business, it
doesn’t make sense to me. What makes
sense to me is he spends a quarter of a
million on something and we spend it on
some different technology. So if we pick
a big package of work, I could do a
certain part of it and he can do another.
(OM1)
Two of the owner–managers indicated that on
occasions, their competitors would supply
them with materials that they had run out of
and vice versa. This exchange of raw materials
did not arise within the other case firms mainly
because their competitors’ materials are not
directly substitutable with their own.
Like existing customers, in-market competi-
tors also act as network brokers and generate
word-of-mouth recommendations to customers.
Although not as widely enjoyed among the
firms as recommendations made by customers,
in-market competitors have recommended the
small firm to customers when they have
received a request for a product that they do
not provide, or do not specialize in. Four of the
seven firms enjoyed this benefit.
Competitors of the small firms who are
based outside the domestic market (referred to
as outside-market competitors) provide the
small firms with information about general
industry trends. The main forums for meeting
outside-market competitors are trade shows
and exhibitions, which generally take place on
an international level. All but one of the owner–
managers attend such trade shows, or send
representatives of their firms to attend. Meeting
outside-market competitors and observing
trends in different countries can provide the
owner–managers with a source of new ideas for
their own businesses, as highlighted by
Kingsley and Malecki (2004). Though none of
the owner–managers claimed that they actually
copy their outside-market competitors, most
claim to be influenced by them.
For two owner–managers, networking with
outside-market competitors generated informa-
tion about potential new suppliers. This net-
working allowed the owner–managers to learn
where some of their outside-market competi-
tors sourced supplies. OM4 indicated that he
has since changed suppliers, and OM2 dis-
cussed how he is investigating the possibility of
bypassing his current supplier of cast iron fire-
place insets and buying the products directly
from source. When asked how he came to
obtain this information, OM2 responded
Well, you ask about. People will give
you some information. As long as you
are not competing directly with them,
they will give you some information. So
they may not tell you exactly which
factory in China, but you do get a good
idea of where they are sourcing.
(OM2)
In both cases, the motivation for obtaining this
information and subsequently switching suppli-
ers was potential cost savings.
The SBA and Other
Government Agencies
The findings show that four of the owner–
managers (OM2, OM5, OM6, and OM7) did not
JOURNAL OF SMALL BUSINESS MANAGEMENT178
utilize the SBA nor any other government
agency. For the other three owners, the first
and most important benefit of networking with
these actors is the financial and personnel assis-
tance they receive. Of secondary importance, in
respect of contributing to marketing, is their
participation in marketing courses organized
by the SBA. A more general networking benefit
is the information, advice, and reassurance that
the owner–managers receive from the SBA.
The SBA also performs a useful broker func-
tion for two of the firms. Although the SBA in
Northern Ireland deliberately precludes small
business owner–managers from the same
industry attending the same courses, both OM3
and OM4 commented that they find it beneficial
to meet other small business owners, even if
they operate in different industries. OM3
explained
And it is sometimes nice to talk to busi-
nesses of your own size and listen to
their problems. I believe there is a lot to
be learnt from businesses talking to busi-
nesses . . . The processes, the purchas-
ing, the selling, the price, the thing, all
that is relevant to any type of business.
(OM3)
Hence, for OM3 and OM4, the key contribu-
tions of this networking activity is that it pro-
vides ideas and reassurance from other
business owners: a type of peer learning (Pages
and Garmise 2003). Similarly, two of the
owner–managers have obtained contact names
from the government agencies with whom they
have relations.
Business Friends and
Colleagues (The
Informal Network)
All the owner–managers engage in some net-
working with what can be referred to as their
informal business network. The study shows
that some of the owner–managers proactively
seek advice from members of this network,
whereas the others are effectively seeking reas-
surance. Deeper analysis of network links con-
taining reassurance show aspects of what
others have referred to as emotional support
(Bruderl and Preisendorfer 1998). Further
analysis of the communication content of these
relationships indicate that even when the
owner–manager approaches a member of his
informal business network for advice, he will
already have formed an opinion as to the best
course of action and will rarely be persuaded to
change his mind. Indeed, further probing
revealed that the informal network was
assembled to contain network actors who had a
similar general business outlook with being on
the “same wavelength” emerging as a popular
way to describe these individuals. In the
second follow-up interview, OM1 had dis-
cussed his informal network and was probed as
to whether he still used these actors:
Interviewer: You said the last time that
certain major decisions in the company,
like for example buying an expensive
piece of equipment, you would ask some
people that you have met before . . . you
said that you had met someone in Japan
and you have a friend in England or
whatever . . . do you still . . .
Interviewee: I am only after doing that
today! A man I met in Japan two years
ago. Me and him get on very well. Just
chat. I told him about the project without
naming too much, I just said how would
he tackle it, who would he go to? So we
were working on that today. I may not
speak to him for months, maybe even a
year but when I get on the phone to him,
we are back on the same wavelength
and he is usually able to help me out
with whatever it is I have asked him. So
it hasn’t changed! It probably gets more
in-depth. (OM1)
Analysis of how and from whom the owner–
managers seek advice reveals that they will
typically first consult with relevant actors in
their internal network before seeking advice
from their external network. They will bypass
their internal network and go straight to their
informal business network if they do not feel
that anyone in their internal network can
provide the required advice, or if they would
prefer their internal network not to be aware of
the particular issue. Most commonly, the
owner–managers will therefore tap into the
informal, external network to seek reassurance
or confirmation that they are doing the right
thing, or at the very most slightly alter their
current opinion. The owner–managers believe
that a member of their informal business
network will provide information, advice, and
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reassurance much faster and more cheaply than
an unknown, formal network actor. Such
instant access to appropriate advice can save
the owner–manager time and other resources,
which he would otherwise have to expend in
gaining the advice.
For all the owner–managers, business
friends and colleagues act as brokers to provide
contact names and recommendations. The
study showed how relatively common it was
for the owner–managers to ask business friends
for a contact name of someone who can
provide the owner–manager with a resource or
a piece of advice. Such networking stems from
the owner–manager’s recognition of the value
of a recommendation by someone within their
network, whose judgment they trust.
Employees (The
Internal Network)
The common networking benefits of infor-
mation, advice, and reassurance are enjoyed by
all the owner–managers as a result of their
internal networking. As just mentioned, the
owner–managers will seek advice that contrib-
utes to marketing from their internal network,
before turning to members of their external
network. As explained by OM5:
I would spend a lot of time talking things
over with the people in here. At the end
of the day you have your own ideas. I
would also talk to friends I have in the
business [industry], they’re a good
sounding board. (OM5)
As was the case with the informal business
network, analysis of the contents of the rela-
tionship between the owner–managers and
their internal networks reveals that they will
rarely change their minds completely about an
issue on the basis of advice received from their
employees. Typically, the owner–manager is
seeking confirmation of his decisions. Finally, a
second key benefit of internal networking is
gaining ideas for new product offering ideas.
To varying degrees, all the owner–managers
obtain ideas for new product offerings from
their staff.
Discussion
The findings indicate that networking can
contribute to all aspects of small firm market-
ing; that is to say that all activities under the
auspices of small firm marketing can be
enhanced through the outcomes resulting from
networking with members of the small firm
marketing network. Brokering is raised in the
literature as a consequence of networking
(Pages and Garmise 2003), and this study found
that several marketing network actors assumed
a broker role, and these were existing custom-
ers, potential suppliers, in-market competitors,
members of the formal network, and members
of the informal network. Table 3 rearranges the
key findings to show how the outcomes of
networking with different members of the mar-
keting network were found to contribute to
each small firm marketing activity.
The study focused on examining network
contents and these can be described as pertain-
ing to communication, exchange, or normative.
However, as noted, they “intermingle” (Mitchell
1973), and the contents are more complex than
this simple distinction implies.
Relating to communication content, informa-
tion is the most dominant and straightforward
of the network contents. Past research has
underlined how owner–managers gain market-
ing information from their network (Shaw
2006), but it was not clear from whom this
information comes and in what form. This
study shows that customer information ema-
nates from potential customers, existing cus-
tomers, competitors within the home market,
and competitors outside the home market. This
information takes many forms from direct
market intelligence regarding what customers
regard as a priority in the product offering
through to gaining knowledge of staff move-
ment within and out of the customer firms.
Similarly, knowledge about competitors comes
from potential and existing customers, poten-
tial suppliers, and competitors inside and
outside the home market.
The exchange contents are more varied with
differing outcomes accruing. On the one hand,
some exchanges were straightforward in their
makeup. For example, the formal network was
used to generate financial and personnel assis-
tance that then contributed to marketing plan-
ning and managing limited resources. This
represents a simple exchange of resource in
a transparent, formalized, planned way.
However, some of the benefits that accrue from
networking, that are technically resources, are
not delivered to the firm in the simple way that
the word exchange implies. For example,
word-of-mouth recommendations are a
resource that certain network actors (existing
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customers and in-market competitors acting as
brokers) generate for the small firm. However,
exchange implies reciprocity and agreement,
and this is not the context in which such net-
working outcomes arise.
What is crucial in understanding this is the
role of the normative content and how this
“intermingles” with the information and
exchange contents to create benefits that do not
necessarily fit one particular content descrip-
tion. The normative or social content incorpo-
rates motivations, expectations, and outcomes
of network participation (Curran, Jarvis, Black-
burn, and Black 1993), and this varied across
actor, owner–manager, and ultimate network-
ing contribution. In analyzing the contents of
the network links as discussed by the owner–
managers, it was clear that the normative
content affected the perception of the overall
contribution. With respect to information in the
most general sense, it is recognized that
through networking, information is imbued
with veracity (Uzzi 1996), credibility, and inter-
pretability (Uzzi 1997). This study would indi-
cate that all information and exchange contents
are always affected by the normative content
and the owner–manager instinctively manages
the networking activity and interprets and
values the contents according to the social
context in which it arises. For example, in the
study, two of the owner–managers had net-
worked with their competitors to avoid “bad
mouthing” by competitors. However, their net-
working approaches were very different. One,
the owner of a window company decided to
join the relevant trade association and to take
an active role, indicating that he believed he
would be “one of the boys then, so to speak.”
The other, the owner of a kitchen door
company who had learned that he was being
accused of selling directly to the consumer (and
hence competing with his customers) had dis-
cussed how he chose a more direct approach,
by phoning the offending competitors and
threatening that he was “going to have [them]
for slander.” A comparison of the two owner–
managers’ competitor networks shows two
very different social contexts and hence, differ-
ent normative contents contained within the
actual and potential network links. The former
has an expectation that the competitors would
show respect and acceptance by his joining the
trade association. He strategically amended his
networking behavior in the expectation that he
would benefit from his new network position.
The latter had no expectation that such a net-
working activity would produce a positive
outcome, explaining simply that “there is no
love in the industry.” The perceived normative
content affected the owners’ networking behav-
iors and ultimately the outcome that accrued.
Previous research indicates that networking
can be both proactive and reactive (O’Donnell
2004). All of the owner–managers were both
proactive and reactive in networking with dif-
ferent actors. Some benefits were enjoyed by
all owner–managers through reactive network-
ing, which can be regarded as the interactions
that take place by simply doing business. For
example, it was common for the owner–
managers (or their employees) to learn how
potential and existing customers viewed com-
petitors just through the course of their
normal interactions. That said, an owner–
manager could potentially learn more about
how his customers viewed competitors by
proactively networking with customers and
purposefully seeking this information. Unsur-
prisingly, proactive networking was found to
elicit greater benefits than reactive network-
ing. Furthermore, not all networking out-
comes were expected, even when the
networking was very proactive. For instance,
some of the owner–managers proactively net-
worked with members of their formal
network, such as the SBA, because they intu-
itively felt that they would gain benefits but
they were not always sure what these benefits
might be. The findings indicated, for example,
that an actor in the formal network can act as
a broker, connecting other small businesses to
the owner–manager. As noted in the findings,
one owner–manager explained that with
regard to SBA training courses, “it is some-
times nice to talk to businesses of your own
size and listen to their problems. I believe there
is a lot to be learnt from businesses talking to
businesses.” This benefit was not one that he
originally expected to gain from participation
in this network.
This leads to the question of whether more
proactive networking and simply more net-
working generates better results. Though
greater levels of networking and being more
proactive did lead to greater benefits (in terms
of quantity of networking outcomes and per-
ceived value of these outcomes), there was
considerable evidence that the owner–
managers applied an intuitive cost–benefit
model to their networking. That is to say, that
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the effort they applied to networking was in
proportion to the expected value the network-
ing would generate. However, the more strate-
gic networkers recognized that the return might
not be instant. As highlighted in the findings,
those owner–managers in this study who
belonged to a trade association and attended
events admitted that the benefits of engaging
with this network were not always “obvious.”
Further probing and analysis of this opinion
revealed that the benefits were not always
directly visible or instant. However, they felt it
was still a useful network to be part of, and it
was recognized that over time benefits accrued
and the benefits may have a more subtle and
indirect effect than simply finding out about a
new supplier or gaining an opportunity for
collaboration. For example, one of the owner–
managers had previously indicated that his
in-market competitors had been quite guarded
in what they shared with one another.
However, poor conditions in his industry have
motivated competitors to become more open
with one another, and this has effectively ben-
efited all parties, as he explained
. . . At the last meeting, Mr. “X” of
Company “Y” [competitor] who is a
gentleman, I don’t know what age he is,
he is probably hitting on 70 now . . . He
doesn’t come to the [Trade Association]
very much. But he came along and what-
ever they were talking about, and he just
said straight out “our window company
is not making any money. It hasn’t made
any money for the last five years.” And
that is healthy because then everybody
else feels that they can say it too. There
is no stigma attached to it.
Again, this highlights the interaction of the
information content and normative contents of
the network links. The networking allowed the
owner–manager to gain knowledge that he
would not have otherwise gained, and more-
over, the information was all the more valuable
when received in the particular context and by
the particular network actor.
The literature often reports that small firm
networks are “informal and based on personal
relationships” Biggerio (2001, p. 210). This
study certainly supports the notion of relation-
ships being personal as opposed to organiza-
tional. As noted in previous research, even
when the customer is a firm, the owner–
manager views the relationship as personal
(Shaw 2006). Even with members of the formal
network, the interpersonal linkage was high-
lighted. One of the owner–managers had indi-
cated that the benefits he received from
networking with the SBA had declined because
his individual client executive had changed
and, in his view, this individual and he did not
“see eye to eye.” It was noted that all the owner–
managers who network with the SBA regard
the contributions of their networking activities
as dependent upon the individual with whom
they have contact, and more specifically, the
level of compatibility between them. Again, this
points to the influence of the normative content
on the perceived value of the network link.
Though the personal relationship aspect of
small firm networking is very clearly under-
lined by this research, the notion that it should
be described as “informal” and implied within
this, that it is not formal, is questioned. The
study would argue that notwithstanding the
fact that the owner–manager networks with a
person as opposed to an organization, the
players in the network are both formal and
informal.
Conclusion
This paper has outlined a study whose
overall aim was to uncover how the networking
activities of owner–managers of small firms
contribute to marketing. It was acknowledged
that research that has explored networks, and
networking activities has grown in recent years
alongside a growing recognition that network-
ing is one means through which small firm
owner–managers market their products.
However, it was noted that a full expatiation of
the contribution of networking to small firm
marketing has never been realized. This paper
has gone some way to addressing this omis-
sion, and the summary presented in Table 3
reveals that all marketing activities in which a
small firm is likely to engage can be assisted by
networking. Figure 2 presents an overview of
the study’s findings and shows the key network
contents that are released by the process of
networking. In Figure 2, it can be seen that the
network contents are transformed into benefits
that contribute to the marketing activities
engaged in by small firm.
The study has highlighted that networking
can happen in a reactive way, just as a result of
the owner–manager interacting naturally with
actors in his network. However, it also high-
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lights that small firm owner–managers will, to
some extent, purposively and proactively
network for deliberate gain. It has shown that
even when proactively networking with a view
to obtaining some benefit, owner–managers
may realize unintended benefits. The study pre-
sents a view of small firm owner–manager net-
working as an activity in which the central
actor at least intuitively, if not consciously, cal-
culates the benefits of the resources required
versus the likely gains and moderates the level
and nature of this activity to reflect that trade
off.
The study is limited by virtue of it having
investigated, albeit in-depth and over a long
period of time, a small number of firms. The
issue of generalizability was raised earlier and
despite there being some enhancement of
external validity by virtue of the multi-industry
context, the paper does not argue that all these
networking activities happen in all small firms,
nor that they are even applicable. However, the
study does uncover a range of possibilities for
small firms in this regard. A larger scale and
perhaps quantitative study could be under-
taken to establish the extent to which the net-
working outcomes and resultant contributions
to marketing are spread across small firms gen-
erally. Further research could also explore the
reasons why some firms enjoy more network-
ing benefits than others and, furthermore, if
owner–managers can adapt their networking to
realize maximum benefit from this important
activity. It was argued that an advantage of this
study being nonindustry specific was that emer-
gent common themes and patterns could be
said to relate to small firms generally. That said,
this study and previous research generally
acknowledges the existence of “industry
norms” and that the industry sector to which a
firm belongs impacts upon the firm’s approach
to many business activities. Future research
could explore variables attributable to industry
sector that account for variation in networking
activities and resultant benefits. This could lead
to the development of a model of “best practice
networking” within the context of a particular
industry sector.
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